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Interpretations of formative assessment in the teaching of English at two 
Chinese universities: A sociocultural perspective 
Formative assessment is increasingly being implemented through policy initiatives in 
Chinese educational contexts. As an approach to assessment, formative assessment 
derives many of its key principles from Western contexts, notably through the work of 
scholars in the United Kingdom, the United States and Australia. The question for this 
paper is the ways that formative assessment has been interpreted in the teaching of 
College English in Chinese Higher Education.  The paper reports on a research study 
that utilised a sociocultural perspective on learning and assessment to analyse how two 
Chinese universities – an urban-based Key University (KU) and a regional-based Non-
Key University (NKU) – interpreted and enacted a China Ministry of Education 
(CMoE) policy on formative assessment in College English teaching.  Of particular 
interest for the research were the ways in which the sociocultural conditions of the 
Chinese context mediated understanding of Western principles and led to their 
adaptation.  The findings from the two universities identified some consistency in 
localised interpretations of formative assessment which included emphases on process 
and student participation. The differences related to the specific sociocultural 
conditions contextualising each university including geographical location, 
socioeconomic status, and teacher and student roles, expectations and beliefs about 
English. The findings illustrate the sociocultural tensions in interpreting, adapting and 
enacting formative assessment in Chinese College English classes and the consequent 
challenges to and questions about retaining the spirit of formative assessment as it was 
originally conceptualised.  
Keywords: formative assessment; English language teaching (ELT); Chinese 
Higher Education; sociocultural perspective 
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Introduction 
In 2007, the Ministry of Education (CMoE) in China issued a guideline document for College 
English, that is, the English language teaching program for Chinese university 
undergraduates majoring in subject areas other than English. The document titled College 
English Curriculum Requirements (CECR) advocated the incorporation of formative 
assessment into College English assessment: “assessment of College English learning should 
include both formative assessment and summative assessment...” (CMoE 2007, 5).  
 The move to formative assessment resonated with a global trend in educational 
assessment that foregrounds formative assessment for the purpose of improved learning 
outcomes (Chen 2009). Yet, it is notable that much of the available research and theory on 
formative assessment is Western and English speaking-based. While the influence of 
sociocultural factors on assessment practices is well acknowledged (Black and Wiliam 2005; 
Carless 2011; Pryor and Crossouard 2008), the initiative by the CMoE makes it highly 
relevant to investigate how formative assessment is operating in the Chinese context. Indeed 
what are the alignments and tensions as formative assessment is mandated and implemented 
in a context with social, cultural, historical political and geographical conditions markedly 
different from those in which it was conceived? This paper draws on a research study of the 
formative assessment initiative as it was realised at two Chinese universities in their 
institutional policies and assessment practices. The study analysed interpretations of 
formative assessment drawing on policy documents and teachers’ accounts as manifestations 
of the sociocultural conditions of the respective university contexts.  
Literature review 
The evolution of formative assessment principles 
The notion of formative assessment can be traced to Scriven’s (1967) concept of formative 
evaluation. It was incorporated by Bloom and colleagues (1971) into their theory of mastery 
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learning. The definition of formative assessment at that time prioritised the timing (during the 
process rather than at the end) and the function (to help improve rather than to summarise). 
 The understanding of formative assessment evolved particularly in the United 
Kingdom (UK), where it is known as assessment for learning, through the work of the 
Assessment Reform Group (ARG). Wiliam and Black (1998) argued that assessment 
performs a formative function by which evidence can be used to inform learning 
improvement. The ARG defined formative assessment as: “The process of seeking and 
interpreting evidence for use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learners are in 
their learning, where they need to go and how best to get there’’ (ARG 2002, 2).  
 Ten principles were also proposed to guide classroom assessment practices. These 
principles foreground the critical role of assessment in classroom practice and its integral 
relationship to teaching and learning through the use of effective and timely feedback for the 
purpose of learning enhancement, and in the learner’s active engagement for the development 
of learning capability (ARG 2002). The principles are widely accepted and form the basis of 
formative assessment initiatives in Western English speaking countries and other contexts. 
Formative assessment in diverse contexts 
Research shows that the enactment of formative assessment in classroom practices has been 
less than straightforward. Some UK teachers, for example, even supported with training, have 
been found implementing the principles of assessment for learning to the ‘letter’ rather than 
the ‘spirit’ (Marshall and Drummond 2006). That is, the teachers followed the prescribed 
procedures rather than organising their assessment practice using the principles. On other 
occasions, the principles were distorted so that “real and sustained learning was sacrificed to 
performance on a test” (Klenowski 2009, 263). In these cases it was found that feedback was 
given to students in order to target better performance on future tests.  
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 In New Zealand, cases were reported in which the meaning of formative assessment 
was narrowed so that assessment was used in a mechanistic way, instead of as intended, as 
assessment for learning (Hume and Coll 2009). Teachers’ use of formative assessment was 
procedural in that students were expected to comply with criteria to the ‘letter’ to improve 
performance rather than to understand the qualities as reflected in the criteria to improve the 
standard of their learning. 
While some researchers view these practices as distorting the principles of formative 
assessment, others maintain that deliberate appropriation for political or cultural ends is also a 
problem (Klenowski 2009). Studies exploring the feasibility of the appropriation of formative 
assessment have identified how variations occur in practice. For example, Torrance and Pryor 
(1998) identify two types of formative assessment: ‘convergent’ which is described as 
behaviourist, and ‘divergent’ which aligns with a constructivist approach and is characterised 
by ‘helping questions’ as opposed to ‘testing questions’. ‘Divergent’ formative assessment 
engages students through probing questions in scaffolded conversations and sustained 
dialogues.   
Pryor and Crossouard (2008, 6) describe formative assessment as “complex and tricky 
practices for both teachers and learners”, and suggest that teachers can move between 
‘convergent’ and ‘divergent’ variations in practices. Carless (2011) too proposes that 
formative assessment in varied contexts can range from ‘restricted’ to ‘extended’ forms or 
from the ideal as prescribed in the international literature to less ideal but more contextually-
feasible variations.  
Davison and colleagues (Davison 2008; Davison and Leung 2009) from the field of 
English language teaching propose a typology of possibilities for formative assessment 
practice in classrooms (Figure 1). 
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[Figure 1 near here] 
 
The typology extends the understanding of formative assessment and illustrates how it can be 
flexible in practice. Carless (2011, 2), utilising a sociocultural perspective, argues for the 
necessity of this flexibility: “formative assessment needs to take different forms in different 
contexts”. He proposes a ‘contextually-grounded approach’ especially for Confucian Heritage 
Culture (CHC) contexts such as China that are predominantly dominated by an examination 
culture. He posits an educational innovation such as formative assessment in terms of mutual 
adaptation, whereby the development of a suitable form of formative assessment involves 
retaining its pedagogical focus while adapting to locally- and nationally-contextualised 
factors (Carless 2011).  
A sociocultural perspective 
A sociocultural perspective views values, models of social relations and practices entrenched 
in traditions as “cultural tools for thinking” (Rogoff 2003, 258). Together, they mediate the 
construction of meaning by agents within a shared context or ‘community of practice’ 
(Wenger 1998, 2000). Understanding education policy and its implementation from this 
perspective is a complex process. It involves recognising that policy implementation is 
mediated. As noted by Wenger (1990, 80): 
The enterprise is never fully determined by an outside mandate, by a 
prescription or by an individual participant. Even when a community of practice 
arises in response to that mandate, the practice evolves into the community’s 
own response to that mandate. 
This means that the making of meaning about a policy by local agents such as policy makers, 
teachers and students involves appropriation “in situated locales” and in communities of 
practice (Levinson, Sutton and Winstead 2009, 768). These insights in conjunction with the 
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work of Carless (2011), Davison (2008) and Davison and Leung (2009) as discussed above 
present the possibility that formative assessment as a concept and practice coined ‘elsewhere’ 
may be appropriated and practised within Chinese university communities in adapted and 
evolved forms. This possibility raises questions about what form these practices take and 
whether they inhere and retain the recognised principles of formative assessment. These 
questions underpinned the research presented in this paper.   
Context 
Within a sociocultural perspective, context is a foundational concept because it is the 
amalgam of factors that situate particular practices. The context in which the College English 
Curriculum Requirements (CECR) policy was implemented was marked by dramatic 
economic, social and cultural change in China that influenced and in turn was influenced by 
institutional, disciplinary, and cultural factors. 
Institutional factors: Higher Education and university categorisation 
A key institutional consideration is the nature of the Chinese Higher Education system. China 
has become the largest provider of Higher Education in the world (Wang 2011) with English 
the most dominant foreign language, being taught in over 900 Chinese universities, as an 
undergraduate major in 600 universities and at master’s level in 200 universities (Lian He 
Zao Bao 2008). The demand for English language proficiency is linked to China’s economic 
reforms in the 1990s and developments in international business, trade, technology and 
information. Increased urbanisation has meant that people with a high level of proficiency in 
English have access to greater academic success, better employment prospects, and improved 
living conditions in urban areas (Qiang and Kang 2011).  Within the Higher Education sector, 
concerted moves towards mass education were initiated at the beginning of the 21st century 
(Wang, 2011). Four categories of Higher Education Institution (HEI) evident in the sector 
are: national Key, ordinary Key, non-Key and local.  Before the 1990s Chinese universities 
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were classified as either Key (KU) or Non-Key (NKU) (that is, prestigious or ordinary) (Zhao 
and Campbell 1995).   
 Various initiatives have been undertaken within Chinese Higher Education. For 
example, Projects 985 and 211 are two Chinese government programs aimed at developing 
world-class universities (CMoE 1999). Project 985 was a policy launched by the Chinese 
government in 1998 to develop a small group of elite universities capable of achieving world 
class standing; the policy for Project 211 was launched in 1985 to strengthen about 100 HE 
institutions and key disciplinary areas as a national priority for the 21st century (Gong and Li 
2010; Wang 2011). The concept of the Key and Non-Key categorisation persists, with most 
of the Key universities participating in both Projects 985 and 211. For these reasons the Key 
and Non-Key categorisation is maintained in this paper.  In China Key universities have 
priority in receiving funding and support from the central government. They also enjoy a 
good reputation and have the privilege of recruiting highly qualified teachers and enrolling 
high achieving students from around the country. This factor is influential for the status and 
profile of the universities. 
 The KU selected for the study was situated in a major city in a developed eastern 
region of China. It was well-funded, enrolled high-achieving students from all over China 
and recruited highly-qualified teachers. The NKU was located in a provincial city in West 
China which is not as developed economically and educationally. The NKU received less 
funding than the KU, enrolled students of an average level of academic performance, and 
recruited teachers with lower levels of qualifications. The urban-rural divide between eastern 
and western parts of China is significant. It accounts for differences in social conditions such 
as access to Higher Education, levels of wealth, life opportunities, benefits structures, 
lifestyle, and social rights (Wang 2011).  
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Cultural factors: Confucian heritage culture and education 
The orientation to examinations is firmly embedded in educational contexts in China (Deng 
and Carless 2011; Qi 2005). Examinations originated in Ancient China and have been used 
summatively in China for over 2000 years (Meng, Cheng, Zhang and Chou 1961; Stobart 
2008). The examination is valued for its ‘one-off result’ (Han and Yang 2001) and continues 
to influence Chinese education including College English (Chen 2009; Cheng and Curtis 
2009).  
 Within a domain such as education, social relations are influenced by social and 
cultural understandings and expectations.  Confucian culture prioritises the responsibilities of 
the individual and the importance of morality and social connections (Yan 2010). In terms of 
Higher Education, Chinese tradition has emphasised individual cultivation and growth in 
knowledge and morality on the one hand, and the pursuit of knowledge in the service of the 
state and society, on the other (Gong and Li 2010).  
 The relationship of teachers to students has been traditionally presented as one of 
authority, (Ho, Peng and Chan 2001; Zhu 1992) with teachers placed in a hierarchical 
relationship with students (Biggs 1996). The teacher is positioned as the only credible judge 
or assessor of learning, while students have little sanction to judge or assess each other’s 
work (Hu 2002). Changes have been noted in these relationships, however.  For example 
Zhang (2004) notes that compared to colleagues in the 1980s and early 1990s in China, 
students in the 2000s are more independent and creative in their thinking, and less likely to be 
satisfied with the answers of their teachers.  
 A number of studies have investigated the impact of CHC factors on assessment. 
Davison (2005) found that the examination culture was responsible for differences in Hong 
Kong and Australian teachers’ attitudes to and practices of formative assessment. The CHC 
influence has also been identified in comparative studies conducted in Canada, Hong Kong 
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and mainland China (Cheng, Rogers and Hu 2004; Cheng, Rogers and Wang 2008; Cheng 
and Wang 2007). Chen (2009) analysed the key values embedded in the Chinese context and 
identified the presence of a hierarchical teacher/student relationship, an examination tradition 
and measurement orientation to assessment that appears incompatible with the principles of 
formative assessment. It has been argued that the Chinese context may not be conducive to 
the practice of formative assessment as understood and carried out in Western, Anglophone 
contexts (Chen 2009). In light of these arguments, it follows that the formative assessment 
initiative in China needs investigation for its particularities and local interpretations.  
Disciplinary factors: College English  
The College English program in Chinese universities involves non-English major 
undergraduate students completing English language studies as part of their undergraduate 
course. Over the past 25 years, College English assessment has largely reflected the features 
of psychometric tests (Kunnan 2005).  The College English Test (CET) is a large scale 
standardised test used since the mid-1980s. It was a compulsory component of Chinese non-
English major students’ successful graduation from their degree courses until its mandatory 
nature was removed in early 2005 (CMoE 2005). Nonetheless, a testing orientation is still 
prevalent within College English teaching and assessment (Tang 2005; J. Wang 2007). The 
high-stakes use of the College English test results, particularly for employment purposes, has 
reinforced the continued use of tests and examinations (Chen 2009). 
 Formative assessment in the CECR 
The CECR policy introduced by the CMoE in 2007 provided a general statement about 
assessment in its introduction: 
Assessment is an important part of College English curriculum. Comprehensive, 
objective, scientific and accurate measurement is crucial for teaching objectives 
to be fulfilled. (CMoE 2007, 5) 
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The statement defines assessment as having a comprehensive reach, objectivity, and 
accuracy. The reference to scientific measurement suggests an orientation to assessment as a 
quantitative endeavour. With regard to formative assessment, the policy defines it as follows: 
Formative assessment is the procedural and developmental assessment 
conducted during the process of teaching and learning…It is a means to adapt 
various assessment approaches and means to follow up the teaching and 
learning process, and to provide timely feedback information so as to enhance 
students’ overall development… Formative assessment includes self-
assessment, peer-assessment, teachers’ and the administration’s assessment of 
students’ learning… It is used to observe, evaluate and monitor the learning 
process for the purpose of enhancing effective learning (CMoE 2007, 5). 
 
This latter policy statement is elaborative and presents the Ministry’s definition of 
formative assessment. The emphasis is on the timing and process of formative 
assessment: “during the process of teaching and learning”.  The use of timely feedback 
is advocated and modes other than testing are suggested. The involvement of students 
in assessment is advocated via the use of self and peer-assessment. The policy intent for 
better learning outcomes through reformed assessment is clearly articulated.  
 Taken together, this explanation of formative assessment appears to align with 
the key principles accepted in Western contexts where this approach to assessment had 
its genesis. Yet questions have been raised about the impact of government-mandated 
reforms on Chinese classroom practice and calls made for research that investigates the 
enactment of policy in classrooms (Deng and Carless 2010).  Drawing on a study by Xu 
and Liu (2009), Carless (2011) maintains that there is little pre- or in-service training in 
formative assessment for teachers in China and teachers view assessment as a stand-
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alone addition rather than integral to teaching and learning. The research reported here 
was directed at the ways in which personnel in two socioculturally-differentiated 
universities interpreted the definitions of formative assessment in CECR policy in their 
respective institutional CET policies and teaching practices. 
Methodology 
The research study adopted a qualitative case study approach which enabled deep exploration 
(Yin 2003) to address two questions: 
(1) How is formative assessment interpreted in the College English policies in the two 
Chinese universities? 
(2) How do teachers understand and take up formative assessment in practice? 
The questions orient to the localised responses of the two universities to the government-level 
policy initiative. Two major data sets were generated to address the questions: (i) interviews 
with a senior CET administrator at each university that were transcribed and notated; and (ii) 
interviews with two individual teachers and a teacher focus group at each university that were 
also transcribed and notated. To preserve anonymity the teachers were coded with their 
university category and a number: KU-T1 to KU-T6 and NKU-T1 to NKU-T7. The KU 
teachers consisted of two females and four males with teaching experience ranging from 5 – 
25 years. The NKU teachers were five females and two males also with teaching experience 
ranging from 5 – 25 years. The administrator interviews covered key questions about the 
College English assessment policy within each university and changes that had been made in 
response to the CECR formative assessment initiative. The teacher interviews focused mainly 
on teachers’ understanding of the institutional policy and their uptake of formative 
assessment in classrooms. The interviews were conducted in Chinese, the first language of 
the participants. The interviews were transcribed and translated by the author-researcher 
Chen. Table 1 details the data source. 
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[Table 1 near here] 
 
The coding process was descriptive, analytic and iterative (Richards 2005). NVivo 8 
was used to facilitate the coding: the imported data were firstly coded as nodes, an NVivo 
expression of the basic codes. The coded nodes were then clustered and categorised in 
accordance with the emergent themes. For instance, the coding at the institutional level, as 
informed by the senior administrator interviews, generated themes related to the institutional 
responses to the formative assessment initiative. The coding of teacher interview data 
produced themes such as the teachers’ views on formative assessment and their classroom 
responses to the policy initiative. The themes that emerged from the analysis of the interview 
data from the senior administrator and the teachers were synthesised and analysed. A constant 
comparative method, which involves constant induction and comparison (Merriam 2009) was 
used to identify similarities and differences within the data and emergent themes of the two 
cases. The findings are presented as follows: (1) the interpretations of formative assessment 
in College English policies at the respective universities and (2) the understandings and 
uptake of formative assessment by teachers in their classroom practice at the two universities.   
University interpretations of formative assessment  
In response to the CECR initiative, KU introduced a formative assessment element that was 
conducted during the semester. This element was referred to as process assessment 
(guòchéngpíngjià 过程评价), which is a literal translation of the term used interchangeably 
with formative assessment by the senior administrator and the teachers. Process assessment 
together with the end of semester achievement test or final term exam 
(期终考试qīzhōngkăoshì) comprised the College English assessment at KU. According to the 
senior administrator, process assessment accounted for 60% of the overall assessment for 
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College English at KU and was calculated as follows: classroom participation (20%), 
assignments or quizzes (20%), and attendance (20%) (Figure 2). 
 
[Figure 2 near here] 
 
Students’ performances in these categories were recorded. A final grade was allocated 
by teachers and used for end of term reporting. There were strict institutional requirements 
regarding attendance: three absences and the student automatically failed. Assessing 
classroom participation and assignments was the teacher’s responsibility. 
At NKU, the term process assessment also emerged and was used interchangeably 
with formative assessment. The College English assessment framework at NKU comprised 
process assessment and a final term exam. This framework was a significant change, as 
previously NKU had relied solely on the CET (Band 4 or 6) or an achievement test at the end 
of each term. At the time of the study 10% of the overall College English assessment was 
allocated to process assessment which was further divided as follows: classroom participation 
(4%), assignments (3%) and attendance (3%) (Figure 3). 
[Figure 3 near here] 
To achieve the 4% for classroom participation, students needed to perform well in 
class; to achieve the 3% for assignments, they needed to submit a minimum of three 
assignments. Attendance at 3% was calculated through subtraction of a point for each 
recorded absence. The combined result formed a process grade (平时成绩píngshíchéngjì) 
and represented 10% of the final assessment; the final exam constituted 90% of marks. The 
total grade was calculated from the outcomes of the process grade and the final exam and 
used for reporting purposes.   
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In both universities the interpretation of formative assessment, although termed 
process assessment, resulted in a grade or a mark.  The universities’ interpretation and 
realisation of formative assessment in terms of weightings and grades, and the inclusion of 
criteria such as attendance, point to a shift in the understandings of formative assessment 
away from the original principles as defined by the ARG.  They also highlight the powerful 
influence of summative assessment as a major barrier to the implementation of formative 
assessment for teaching and learning purposes (Carless 2011). 
Comparative analysis 
A salient difference in the weightings allocated to process assessment (60% at KU as 
compared to 10% at NKU) emerged in the comparative analysis. This could be closely 
related to the individual institutional cultures of the two universities. The following quote 
from a KU senior administrator is illustrative of the institutional culture of KU: “Process 
assessment in our institution has been increased over the years to sixty percent…”.  At KU 
teachers were entrusted with opportunities to take control of their classroom practice more 
than ever before.  KU appeared to promote an institutional culture that was more open to and 
supportive of change.  
 In contrast, the institutional culture at NKU seemed to be predicated on a concern 
about and lack of trust in teachers’ professional judgement. This was evident when the NKU 
senior administrator explained the minor weighting apportioned to process assessment (10%): 
…We have argued for more weighting for the process assessment. Some 
teachers raised this question too. We did try, but the Teaching Administrative 
Office (TAO) rejected the proposal. The rejection was grounded in the finding 
that some teachers did not take the matter seriously, like giving all his or her 
students full scores… 
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The different responses of the universities to the roles and responsibilities of teachers in 
relation to assessment are indicators of institutional culture. They are embedded in complex 
meshes of understandings and practices including teachers’ level of expertise and training, 
expectations of students, and understandings about the functions and implementation of 
assessment. This finding aligns with the contentions that culture and context internalise each 
other (Kettle 2011) and are influential in the adoption of formative assessment options that 
appear most feasible (Carless 2011). 
Despite the differences in weightings, a striking similarity surfaced in the comparative 
analysis between the teachers’ accounts at the two universities. The similarity manifested in 
the ways that the teachers presented formative assessment as process assessment.  Their use 
of the term process assessment foregrounded timing and frequency. That is, for them 
formative assessment was defined as continuous and ongoing, as opposed to a one-off event 
at the end of a certain period. There was however, very little articulation of the procedures 
and purposes of formative assessment in relation to teaching and learning, nor explicit 
articulation of the role of defining features such as the use of feedback which was a key 
principle in the national policy and in original theorisations.   
A second similarity in the data from the two universities was the specification that 
process assessment should include student participation in classroom activities, assignments 
and attendance. Rather than the sole use of tests, alternative modes of assessment were 
presented in policies that relied on teachers’ judgement and decision-making. Student 
involvement in assessment, however, was not emphasised in either the respective policy 
frameworks or in the senior administrators’ interviews. A third similarity was the requirement 
within both institutional policies that records be made of students’ performances in the three 
areas of process assessment, that is, class participation, assignments, and attendance. The 
purpose was to generate a process grade which was combined with the final exam result and 
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used for reporting. In both universities, the so-called process assessment had a summative 
purpose. 
These similarities indicate that process assessment as interpreted in the institutional 
policies, though used interchangeably with formative assessment, did not convey the same 
meaning of formative assessment as intended in the CECR national policy. Consistent 
localised interpretations across the policies of both universities included a shift from the one-
off summation of learning to the collection of multiple sources of evidence during the 
teaching and learning process. Also evident was a shift from sole reliance on objective testing 
to the incorporation of teachers’ professional judgements. However, these shifts did not 
necessarily mean that a shift had occurred involving the summative and formative purposes 
of assessment: indeed, the ‘objective’ measurement function remained the focus. 
Classroom uptake  
Analysis of the teacher interview data indicated the strong influence of the institutional 
assessment policy on the teachers’ assessment practices in both universities. Every teacher 
recognised a need to adhere to the prescribed assessment framework and reported procedures 
that reflected the institutional policies. Specifically, the teachers assigned tasks to students or 
conducted quizzes, referred to the students’ participation in classroom activities, and checked 
attendance. Moreover in accordance with institutional policies, they made records of the 
students’ performances in the three required areas and generated a process grade for 
summative use. 
Despite the quite consistent uptake of policy stipulations, teachers from both 
universities also acknowledged the existence of flexibility, particularly with regard to specific 
assessment tasks and how to proceed with them in the classroom. For instance, the task types 
and their frequency varied between teachers within and across the two contexts. This 
flexibility was also reflected in the ways that teachers monitored students’ attendance; for 
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example, some teachers at both institutions asked students to answer questions while others 
assessed students’ weekly assignments. While teachers took up the stipulated model of 
assessment, they nonetheless had the freedom to interpret how these requirements could be 
met through task types of their own choosing. Some of their views include:  
 
NKU-T1: We must first of all do whatever the institutional policy requires. But 
as a teacher, you can make the best of the room [flexibility] allowed 
 
NKU-T7: I think it is more of a personal choice. A process grade is required by 
(the institutional assessment policy) though, isn’t it? 
NKU-T3, NKU-T4 and NKU-T5: Yes, it is  
 
KU-T1: …we have unified arrangements on the respective proportions each 
item accounts for. Based on that, I have made some alterations as I think the 
best …This is not strictly regulated. 
 In relation to conscious change in response to the institutional policy initiatives 
around process/formative assessment, teachers at both universities reported little or no change 
to their assessment practices. Even two teachers who reported giving constructive feedback to 
students for the purposes of learning and improvement commented respectively: “We have 
been doing like this all along” (KU-T4), “not much change at all” (NKU-T4). Given that 
“finding new tools and changed classroom practices” are the necessary symbols of the 
development of formative assessment (Pryor and Crossouard 2008, 2), the largely unchanged 
status of assessment practices pointed to the possibility that the essence and potential of the 
nationally-mandated formative assessment initiative was not fully understood by teachers. 
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 While similarities in the institutional responses of the two universities were found, 
differences were also evident between the teacher groups. One difference was the teachers’ 
responses to the differentiated weightings of process assessment. At the KU, where the 
university policy allocated 60% to process assessment, the teachers seemed to be satisfied 
with the policy. In contrast, at the NKU, where the weighting for process assessment was 
10%, concerns were expressed by some teachers who felt the percentage was a token gesture. 
NKU-T4 commented: “Actually I am thinking we don’t have formative assessment for its 
own sake. Ten percent doesn’t mean anything; it can’t possibly play the role it is supposed 
to”. This tension, mentioned by teachers in each of the four interviews conducted at NKU, 
had a detrimental impact on the teachers. The quote below is illustrative: 
…The authority does not seem to trust us teachers. They are afraid we will 
abuse this power. On this point, I strongly disagree. I think since you distrust 
me, I will not bother to differentiate between a nine and a ten (NKU-T7). 
The exercise of institutional control seems to have adversely affected the teachers’ 
assessment practices and commitment and aroused resistance to the institution. This finding 
aligns with other research (e.g. Carless 2009; H. Wang and Cheng 2005) and is one of the 
factors that can undermine reform.  
Implications 
The findings of the study have implications for future assessment policy change and practices 
in the Chinese context. It is apparent that the narrowed meaning of formative assessment in 
the institutional policy represents a response to the ‘mixed message’ inherent in the 
communication conveyed in the CECR. For the message to be taken up in the local settings, a 
borrowed policy needs to be delivered in a way that policy-makers at all levels understand, 
being aware of the significance of the policy and the rationale for change. Otherwise, the 
local policy may be adopted in an unintended manner or practices remain largely unchanged.  
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The appropriation of the national policy at the institutional level is crucial in that the 
resultant institutional policy constitutes the guidelines to be enacted within the particular 
local context.  It prescribes the procedures for the translation of policy meaning into the 
classroom practice as well (Levinson et al. 2009).  It is this local policy that to a great extent, 
informs teachers’ actual implementation of the policy in their classrooms.  
The different weightings allocated to process assessment in the two Chinese 
universities resulted from the constraints and affordances of the respective institutional 
cultures and conditions. However, despite the multiple differences, both university policies 
interpreted formative assessment as process assessment but prioritised the summative uses of 
assessment results. The influence of the Chinese cultural, institutional, and historical 
conditions was evident. The focus on a summative grade, for instance, paralleled the Chinese 
assessment tradition that values the product of learning more than the process (Han and Yang 
2001). It also aligned with the value attributed to English language scores in uses beyond the 
university, notably in workplaces. Associated with the need for outcomes was the ongoing 
centrality of the test, particularly at the more conservative and less prosperous NKU. The 
90% allocation of student assessment to a final ‘objective’ exam was linked to administrator 
mistrust of teacher judgments, a point recognised and resented by teachers.  
 Findings from this study indicate that assessment practices in classrooms are 
complicated. On the one hand, obliged to follow the institutional assessment framework and 
procedures, the teachers took up the locally interpreted meaning of formative assessment. 
That is, process assessment was practised in classrooms. The strong influence of the 
institutional policy was evident. On the other hand, flexibility enabled teachers to conduct 
assessment in their preferred ways. Overall, the constraints of institutional impositions; 
student, teacher and external expectations; and cultural-historical traditions meant that there 
was some, albeit limited, change to classroom practice.   
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A sociocultural perspective regards responses to mandates such as policy as a 
communal practice (Wenger 1998). Process assessment, as prescribed in the institutional 
policy and the teachers’ uptake, was situated and thereby mediated by the complex 
sociocultural factors of the Chinese context. The two universities similarly implemented 
formative assessment as process assessment despite the differences in institutional situations. 
Process assessment appears therefore to be a culturally-situated interpretation of formative 
assessment. It embodies cultural values, and reflects contextual reality and history. It seems 
the values shared within the respective university communities functioned as cultural tools 
for thinking and mediating the meaning of formative assessment at the institutional level (e.g. 
Levinson et al. 2009).  
Conclusion 
To conclude, formative assessment as defined in the CECR espouses many of the principles 
derived from the Western Anglophone context (e.g. ARG 2002; Black, Harrison, Lee, 
Marshall and Wiliam 2003). However, the Chinese addition of a measurement function to 
formative assessment illustrates the ongoing historical and cultural influence of the 
summative orientation to assessment in China. The analysis of the two universities’ attempts 
to adopt more formative approaches to assessment can be described as a demonstration of the 
‘contextually-grounded approach’ (Carless 2011).  Such research of formative assessment is 
now an important priority “in Confucian Heritage Cultures where summative assessment is so 
dominant” (Carless 2011, 4). Prescribing dual functions for formative assessment can be 
regarded as the negotiation and adaptation that policies make as the uptake of formative 
assessment is mediated by the social, historical and cultural conditions of the Chinese 
context.  
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